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Senator Rahman, Representative Kavros DeGraw, Ranking Members Fazio and

Zullo, and distinguished members of the Planning and Development Committee:

My name is Jess Zaccagnino, and I am the policy counsel for the American Civil
Liberties Union of Connecticut (ACLU-CT). I am writing to testify in opposition to
House Bill 6391, An Act Increasing Penalties for the Violation of Municipal

Ordinances.

The ACLU-CT is dedicated to ending mass incarceration. That effort includes
examining all aspects of the criminal and civil legal systems, including fees and fines.
The General Assembly must continue to make progress towards reducing the number
of people who have contact with the criminal legal system and reducing the financial
burdens that we place on people. Under current Connecticut law, the maximum
penalty for violations of municipal ordinances is already $250. House Bill 6391 seeks

to increase the maximum penalty even higher to $1,000.

Exponentially increasing the maximum fine that municipalities can charge for
ordinance violations is likely to further entrench people, especially families of color,
into cycles of poverty. What results is a two-tiered criminal legal system, where

income level determines the outcome.

Fines and fees in the criminal justice system are a practice that traps people into
cycles of debt. The financial burden of fees and fines disproportionately harms people

of color and people living in poverty, often trapping them in cycles of debt and



incarceration. Nationwide, experts estimate that these costs total billions of dollars.?
People who are unable to pay these fines face spiraling collateral consequences, like
the immediate economic harms of debt and also increased involvement in the criminal

justice system.2

In practice, uniform fines mean that the amounts charged are relatively larger for
low-income people when compared to higher-income people. In fact, a recent survey
found that 56 percent of Americans simply cannot pay for a $1,000 emergency
expense with their savings.3 These numbers are further stratified along educational
attainment lines—for example, nearly 60 percent of people with college degrees could

cover the expense.4

Because of systemic racism, uniform fines also disproportionately harm Black and
Latinx people. A similar study on $400 emergency expenses found that across families
earning less than $40,000 per year, 40 percent of white respondents could handle the
emergency expense, whereas only 20 percent of Black respondents and 27 percent of
Latinx respondents could afford the expense.> Because of systemic racism, these
disparities are mirrored in the middle class, too. Sixty-six percent of middle-class
white respondents could handle the expense, compared to 53 percent of Black and 46
percent of Latinx respondents.® At the same time, inflation remains extraordinarily

high, decimating the average person’s ability to save.”
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The harms of fixed fines and fees are not theoretical. Fixed fines disproportionately
harm families of color, both due to discrimination by the police and the criminal legal
system in issuing fines and because of systemic racism that results in stark income

and wealth inequities.8

Many of the fines used by the criminal legal system, like loitering, panhandling, or
public urination laws, ultimately criminalize poverty, punishing people for their
inability to pay for things like insurance or shelter.? This disproportionately harms
people whom our state has made most vulnerable, like people experiencing
homelessness.10 Further, ordinances that regulate incommoding on sidewalks, parks,
or alleys have also been used to police the presence of people of color in public spaces,
which has been well-documented in cities like Washington, D.C.11 In Connecticut, for
example, municipalities have enacted anti-panhandling ordinances, which only
contribute to the overpolicing of people experiencing homelessness, who are more
likely to be Black and brown people, LGBTQ+ people, and people with disabilities, in

addition to raising serious First Amendment concerns.!2

Fines and fees, even those less excessive than what is proposed by House Bill 6391,
can easily snowball because of a person’s inability to pay the initial fine and put
families in cycles of debt. Racial disparities are also pervasive in debt throughout the
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percent of Black households and 11.3 percent of Latinx households were in net debt.13
One review of debt in America found that when compared to white people, the debt
harmed by people of color is (1) more likely to be harmful, (2) more likely to involve

the court system, and (3) more likely to have spillover non-financial consequences.!4

Accumulated local fines can rapidly derail a household’s financial instability. If a
person pays a fine late, which they are likely to do if they do not have available
savings, that fine will be compounded by late fees. The collections process will turn a
one-time $1,000 fine into a long-term leech on a household’s financial health.15
Because we know that the government disproportionately fines people of color, we
also know that the financial consequences of these fines will disproportionately harm
people of color, too. Fines can easily snowball, leading to further interaction with the
criminal legal system: failure to pay a fine can quickly evolve into a failure to appear
in court for proceedings related to that fine, then into warrants for arrest and,
ultimately, incarceration. This cycle is doomed to repeat itself when the collateral
consequences stemming from a criminal record make it nearly impossible for a person
to simply live their lives and experience financial success. This accretion of collateral
consequences can create a daily nightmare for people with records just trying to find
work. Because of legal barriers to employment and persistent stereotypes, in 2018,
the unemployment rate among formerly incarcerated people nationwide is 27
percentl6—more than 6.5 times the overall unemployment rate in Connecticut at the
same time.l7 This creates significant hardships: 45 percent of men released from
incarceration do not have any earnings at all in the first calendar year after their

release.18 Of those with earnings, the median income is just over $10,000 in their first
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year out of incarceration.!® Wages never recover for most people, since incarceration

1s linked to decreases in subsequent annual earnings of, on average, 52 percent.20

It is for these reasons that the ACLU-CT opposes this bill’s proposal to exponentially
increase fines. Rather than increase fines, especially during a time of economic strife,
this Committee should re-evaluate the use of fixed fines and their disproportionate
harm to Black and Latinx people and low-income people. As such, the ACLU-CT
strongly opposes House Bill 6391, and urges this Committee to do the same.
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